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Abstract 
The paper presents various approaches that replace the traditional oral examination and pencil-on-paper academic assessment and 
aims at building a new culture of evaluation among student teachers. The contextualized assessment which is suggested is 
consonant with the reflective profile of the effective teachers. The latter can only improve their competence and their students’ 
acquisition if they challenge themselves with such a simple interrogative sequence like: Why do I do what I do? Is it worth? The 
reflective teachers propel their students’ construction of meanings as well as their metacognitive skills.  
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1. Deconstructing the assessment trap 
Assessment is well known for its washback effect on learning. Most often, the studies show a negative impact of 
the assessment policies, selections, methodology on the teachers and their students (e.g. Hillocks, 1992). The most 
common inadequacy that is brought about by the washback is the confusion between the means and the goal. 
Teachers (and parents as well) fear that the failure in a national exam will compromise the students’ progress for 
further education. Consequently, in order to guarantee the success, the exam provision becomes the teaching and a 
lot of the curriculum is left aside (Hillocks, 1992). But there is a proverb which says you cannot escape what you 
are afraid of and such conformity to the exam limits methodology to the extent where this choice actually 
compromises learning on the long run. Instead of boosting a new stage in education, this perspective on the 
assessment formalizes teaching and blocks learning. It transmits to the next generation a message about the 
bitterness/ hardship of school as well as about the arbitrariness of the system.  
What is the point of an exam if its impact on learning is negative? If I teach for the exam and this one is not 
clearly tuned to what is needed outside the syllabi then the role of the education system is perverted and the school 
produces massive inadequacy. Unfortunately, this happens in Romania at a large scale. Very often teachers who 
enroll in master programs or in inservice teacher training programs complain about the factual focus and traditional 
structure of the national exams. They consider these exams as distorting elements for their competence-oriented 
methodology. In fact, these teachers have already stepped into the ”fear” pattern and they do not trust the benefits of 
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a genuine student-centered approach, which is oriented by the active subject who constructs meaning. These 
teachers are themselves the product of a dysfunctional system of evaluation, certification and recruitment which they 
deeply dislike and yet accept and reproduce. They even use it to bypass the demands of innovative teaching 
strategies, of new curricular provision and of the knowledge society. And indeed, why should anyone commit to 
time-consuming planning and to stressful classroom management if the external asessment the students are subject 
to is information-based? Instead, we (students and teachers) can happily reproduce the traditional content and ... 
success is there! It is simple and easy – ”just add hot water”, like in all instant recipies. If later in life, things are 
complex and difficult, it is not a matter of concern right now.  
The experts who design the national exam methodology and items prefer the status quo because teachers are not 
prepared to apply competence-based assessement. The teachers do not apply competence-based approaches because 
the assessment system  is traditional. The teacher training system does not train teachers for competence-based 
approaches because the assessment system remains traditional and the teachers are at risk in their professional 
evaluations if they are too innovative etc. The vicious circle can continue in 3D with several other loops. How can 
you break it? By addressing the issue in the specific position you find yourself. As a teacher educator, my choices 
for my student teachers’ learning opportunities are on the long run. My curricular selection is not determined by the 
current form of the exam for the teaching certification which remains a pencil-and-paper test. This is irrelevant for 
the teachers’ role in the class and their attempt at facilitating the students’ acquisition in terms of competence 
development for lifelong learning. The extended information-based bibliography for the current certification exam  
can be studied individually by each candidate and is not a focus of our courses. Are my students at risk? Let us 
suppose they are at risk because their educator disregards the provision of the exam they are to take. In actual terms 
I do not prepare my students for the current teaching certification but I do prepare them to become teachers. The 
teaching competences (which are not tested in the certification exam and are needed in the actual school) cannot be 
developed while reading the bibliography. Not even by discussing the topics. The student teacher needs an adequate 
training in order to become a professional teacher. Are my students at risk of failing the exam? If the course 
supports them to become reflective teachers they are not at risk. The reflective teachers are the opposite of the 
reproductive teachers. The latter preserve the statu quo, while the first  progress in their work. Reflection supports 
the construction of meaning (Gagnon Jr., Collay, 2001) and sustains the learners to revisit their thinking, to assess 
the progress, to evaluate possible corrections as compared to the goals (Gardner, 2006). To put it briefly, reflection 
is a proof of deep understanding as well as of learning autonomy. Student teachers who become reflective about 
their learning and about teaching could be at risk in front of the pencil-and-paper certification exam? 
2. Constructing meaningful assessment 
If we are to implement a competence-based curriculum and methodology, then assessment approaches need to be 
alligned to the new paradigm (Meyer, 1995, Arends, Winitzky, Tannenbaum, 1998, Weimar, 2002). Otherwise the 
intended curriculum is never implemented, interactive methodology is mere mimicry and quality education is utopia. 
In this perspective, we present a number of attempts to replace the academic pencil-and-paper assessment and the 
evanescent oral examination with more meaningful ways in order to give a measure of the student teacher 
performance. Why is that needed?  
Firstly, a teacher is not expected to step in a classroom and recite about teaching, or to inform the students about 
the subject matter (which is the case quite often, unfortunately).  S/he is supposed to start teaching i.e. to facilitate 
the students’ learning. The complex set of competences that allow a teacher to teach cannot be measured via the 
traditional examination, be it oral or written (Gardner, 2006).  
Secondly, meaningful assessment with respect to what is intended, taught and learned should bring inspiration to 
the student teachers who are to design themselves assessment tasks for their students. Assessment approaches that 
enhance deep understanding and contextualized learning should be a memorable experience for the participants so 
that they are easily transferable into classroom practice. 
Thirdly, wise assessment tasks should develop the teachers’ reflective competence and enhance their autonomy. 
Reflective teachers are not overwhelmed by the arbitrary external evaluation with its negative washback  effect. 
We have implemented various meaningful assessment tasks that we categorize below. The variety is needed 
because the teaching competences are complex and require more than a single way of assessment. The tasks are 
developed according to the complexity of the competences to be assessed as well as to the focus of the course. Each 
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task benefits of assessment criteria that also represent reference points for the students’ learning route (Fawbert, 
2003). 
2.1. Practical tasks 
We first experimented the practical tasks with the beginner student teachers (i.e. the undergraduates in the 1st 
Bologna cycle). The tasks consist of a set of written and experiential problem solving activities that the students 
perform in order to practice the very basics of teaching. The students go through a number of learning activities such 
as: readings from the official curriculum, the development of tasks that focus a certain competence in the 
curriculum, the design of a sequence of tasks that combine various competence categories in the curriculum, the 
selection of valuable activities from the textbooks or from other resources, the development of learning resources  or 
of a variety of assessment tasks – both classical and alternative. For each of these activities the students get involved 
in group work, they develop the materials, they apply it in a role play (somebody is the „teacher” the others are the 
students) and they discuss the relevance of the product as compared to the assessment criteria (which in this 
situation are developed like a ckecklist to make their use more friendly for the beginners). Here is an example of 
checklist for the development of tasks that focus a certain competence in the curriculum: 
- Is the activity focused on the competence development? – yes/no 
- Is the request adequate for the students’ age? – yes/no 
- Is the request clear? – yes/no 
- Is the role play adequate? – yes/no 
After the role play, discussion and peer assessment, the students revise the material and add it to their personal  
portfolio. They are encouraged to check for the product adequacy by sending it by email to the professor before a 
given deadline.  
The students’ portfolio is developed along the learning experiences that take place during the term and show the 
progress in experiential planning (Cole, Ryan, Kick & Mathies, 2000). The most important piece of the portfolio is 
the project of a learning unit which is assessed by means of a rubric and is revised and improved until the students 
prove that the learning activities are consistent with the situation in the actual classroom. The students are asked to 
plan thoroughly so that they become accustomed to the idea they cannot step into a classroom before having 
prepared the activities in detail. If the project of the learning unit is not adequate then the students are not allowed to 
perform the role play for the final stage of the practical assessment.  The Table 1 shows the assessment rubrics for 
the learning unit project and the role play. 
 
Table 1 – Examples of assessment rubrics for the practical tasks  
 
Project Criteria Indicators 
Always sometimes never 
Correlation between the competence and the activity    
Correlation between the activity and the resources    
Adequate selection of contents    
Balance among various categories of competence    
Adequate selection of assessment tasks    
Adequate time management    
Role play Focus on competence development    
Clear requests    
Motivating activities    
Adequate resources    
Adequate interaction    
Facilitation of students’ learning    
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The role play is practiced during the term. It is the form of presentation for the materials that are developed under 
the different teaching topics and are gathered in the portfolio. The final role play which counts for the exam mark 
represents 15 minutes of teaching activities in front of the class which is formed of the student colleagues. The 
performances are followed by discussion and peer assessment. The discussion is focused on reflective questions 
such as:  
-What was the most interesting activity? Could I adapt it so that it is more interesting? 
-What was the activity I didn’t like? Could I offer suggestions for improvement? 
-What was the activity I would never do? 
 The beginners are encouraged to try the role play several times until they are satisfied with their teaching 
performance. There are students who try 5-6 times until they get the maximal mark. Students observe that the 
reorganisation and the desire to improve bring about progress.  
We also use practical tasks in the master program. In this case the peer assessment of the portfolio is more 
elaborate as the students work on a Moodle platform where they store their portfolio and participate in interaction 
about various products. The role play as well is more complicated as it requires the graduate students to deal with an 
identified problem of learning in their class 
2.2. Research tasks 
We often use the research project in graduate programs that require deeper understanding of the teaching 
opportunities and competences. The research project is a complex activity that stimulates the graduates’ innovation, 
develops their investigative competence and help them better understand why certain procedures, topics or methods 
are so difficult for their students (Singer&Sarivan, 2006, 2009).  
The terms of reference of the project operate as assessment criteria. Basically the students identify a problem in 
their classes and they try to solve it. They present the problem and the rationale of it. They formulate a hypothesis 
that orient the research, select instruments to test the hypothesis, develop an action plan, carry out the research, 
collect data, analyse data, draw conclusions. It may happen that the results contradict the hypothesis – an event 
which is important to explain.  The assessment criteria are shown in Table 2.  
 
Table 2. Example of assessment criteria for a research project 
 
Criteria to a small extent  on an average basis to a great extent 
Clear rationale    
Clear hypothesis    
Adequate selection of research instruments    
Realistic action plan    
Results are supported by exhibits    
Clear conclusions     
 
The students present their research projects before and after the implementation. The implementation process is 
discussed in both face to face activities as well as on the eLearning platform. The projects are self and peer assessed. 
The feedback from the colleagues is always important for improvement and readjustment. Quite often the students 
support one another with the development of the research instruments and the data analysis.  
2.3. Reflective tasks  
Reflectivity is not a last resort that might be adequate only to doctoral students or very gifted ones. As it was 
noticed above, students are encouraged to develop reflective statements from the beginners’ stage. Reflectivity is not 
necessarily difficult. Yet it is a transfer phenomenon that enhances metacognition and self-assessment.  We devised 
this category in order to show some complex tasks which put the individual student or groups of students (if they 
share a similar weak point) to identify the problem and find a solution to it. The latter is probably the most 
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spectacular for the participants: Instead of simply looking in the past, they are supposed to learn from it and 
dynamically took the next step. This reflective assessment leads to internalizing feedback, opening new perspectives 
for learning teaching (and assessing!) and constructing self-regulatory competences. Among the tasks we tested are: 
- The cafe workshop. We experimented it either at the end of a research project or of the implementation of a 
learning unit project. Students are grouped in a „home cafe” (their project team) where they identify the problems 
and look for solutions. After that reflection phase there is a visit of another cafe (only one participant stays home to 
receive „the guests” that need to be welcomed with the group’s cafe recipe). When the time for the visit is over, 
participants go back home and share their experiences. The members of the home cafe decide if they improve 
anything in their recipe.  
- The rotating posts. The most difficult concepts/ procedures from the course are looked upon by a small group 
who try to develop solutions. After a while the groups leave back their poster and rotate to the left in order to read 
the problem and solution of another group. The members discuss and then write the essential conclusion on the 
poster. In the end there are several conclusions for each concept/ procedure. 
- Think tank is a reflective activity that asks the students to recognize their weak points so that they group 
accordingly and try to support one another to improve the results. 
In all these situations, the participants accept that they can do better, they can receive feedback and that 
assessment is no longer stressful. Here are some of the students’ remarks about the reflective tasks:  The cafe is very 
useful. It really helps to find the best possible way to carry on the project (Primary teacher). The activity (n.a. Think 
tank) went unbelievably smooth. I learned a lot as if it were not an exam (RE teacher). I’ll try the rotating posts with 
my students next year. It’s very good to synthesise the essential part of the matter (mother tongue teacher).  
3. Conclusions 
Implementing meaningful assessment is not easy. In the beginning, students suspect some sort of villainy in this 
type of task. Their stereotype is that assessment is about the conformity to what the teacher says and they 
desperately look for clues to eventually recite the standard knowledge from the courses. As there are no criteria for 
such performance, they are uncomfortable with the new requests. The construction of meaning during the formative 
assessment seems inadequate to the essence of assessment they used to experience. Many end the term with the 
belief that the classical  assessment is much better because „you know where you are”. Actually they do not know 
what their value added learning is but they choose to live the utopia that learning is about reproducing the best 
academic reference. Happily there are also the student teachers who convert to the new paradigm. They manage to 
pass the certification exam even if their educator never prepared them for it. They are reflective teachers who 
manage their learning in new circumstances (even in irrelevant pencil-and-paper national exams for the career 
promotion!). They testify by daily work that meaningful assessment is a current practice and not just an academic 
experiment. They are the ones who help their students to become reflective themselves. Thanks to them we know 
that meaningful assessment can be implemented in the Romanian actual school. 
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